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Calvinism and the Arts
Susan Hardman Moore
In	 1540	Calvin	wrote	 to	 a	 young	 student	 to	 praise	 his	 devotion	 to	
study,	but	also	to	deliver	a	warning:	‘Those	who	seek	in	scholarship	
































be	 an	 end	 in	 itself.	As	 his	Genevan	 catechism	 put	 it,	 ‘What	 is	 the	
chief	end	of	human	life?	That	men	should	know	God	by	whom	they	
were	created.’8	Calvin’s	keenest	desire	was	to	stop	artists	subverting	
true	 knowledge	 of	God.	 ‘Only	 those	 things	 are	 to	 be	 sculptured	 or	
painted	which	the	eyes	are	capable	of	seeing:	let	not	God’s	majesty,	
which	 is	 far	 above	 the	 perception	 of	 the	 eyes,	 be	 debased	 through	




Calvin’s	 convictions	 draw	 attention	 to	 cultural	 changes	 that	













The	 arts	 played	 a	 different	 role	 in	 the	 Calvinist	 and	 Lutheran	
Reformations.	 A	 comparison	 of	 Calvin	 portraits	 with	 images	 of	
Luther	 illustrates	 this.	Portraits	of	Calvin	are	rare.	Likenesses	made	
in	his	lifetime	can	be	counted	on	one	hand.	The	most	vivid,	perhaps,	
are	a	student’s	doodles	–	 four	sketches	made	 in	 the	back	of	a	book	
as	he	watched	Calvin	teach.11	A	central	aim	of	the	500th	anniversary	
exhibition	 ‘A	Day	 in	 the	 Life	 of	 John	Calvin’,	 at	 the	 International	







raises	 his	 forefinger	 to	 stress	 a	 point	 when	 in	 mid-flow	 preaching	
or	 teaching.	The	 efforts	 of	 the	 exhibition	 to	 picture	Calvin	 and	 the	
Geneva	of	his	day	highlight	how	little	about	Calvin	survives,	visually	









ministers	 and	magistrates.14	 The	 builders	 of	 Geneva’s	 Reformation	
Wall,	constructed	early	in	the	twentieth	century	to	celebrate	the	400th	
anniversary	of	Calvin’s	birth,	chose	to	show	the	tall	figure	of	Calvin	



















































for	me	 to	 hear	 and	 bear	 it	 in	mind	without	 forming	mental	
images	of	it	in	my	heart.	For	whether	I	will	or	not,	when	I	hear	
of	Christ,	an	image	of	a	man	hanging	on	a	cross	takes	form	in	


















Byzantine	 opponents	 of	 icons.	 Calvin	 invoked	 Exodus	 20:4,	 ‘You	
shall	not	make	for	yourself	a	graven	image,	or	any	likeness’.24	Over	
the	centuries,	 the	Church	had	come	to	count	 this	as	part	of	 the	first	






often	 despite	 the	 best	 intentions	 of	 the	 Reformers.	 In	Wittenberg,	
Andreas	Karlstadt	and	his	followers	tore	the	town	apart	while	Luther	




for	 the	 removal	 of	 images.	Over	 a	memorable	 fortnight	 in	 1523,	 a	





is	 in	 the	 eye	of	 the	beholder:	Zwingli,	 the	 city’s	 leading	Reformer,	
thought	 Zurich	 had	 ‘churches	 which	 are	 positively	 luminous’.27	
In	 Geneva,	 too,	 the	 first	 phase	 of	 reform	 went	 hand-in-hand	 with	
revolutionary	iconoclasm,	as	the	citizens	(stirred	up	by	the	preaching	













flesh	 as	 fire	 is	 from	water’.	 ‘Finitum non capax infiniti’,	 the	 finite	
is	 not	 capable	 of	 containing	 the	 infinite	within	 itself:	 this	 principle	
shaped	 Calvin’s	 Christology,	 his	 view	 of	 the	 sacraments,	 and	 his	










































How	 did	 Calvin’s	 convictions	 play	 out	 in	 Reformed	 communities?	
Seventeenth-century	puritanism	provides	a	good	case-study.36
It	is	often	said	that	Reformed	Protestantism	saw	a	shift	from	the	
visual	 to	 the	verbal.	Out	went	 images	and	in	came	a	religion	of	 the	
Book.	One	writer	has	suggested	‘visual	anorexia’	took	hold	in	England	
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perhaps	 the	print	 trade	 found	 it	 a	happy	coincidence	 (which	 served	
both	God	and	Mammon)	that	pictures	were	less	in	demand.40	
Yet	the	move	from	visual	to	verbal	was	by	no	means	a	clean	break.	
Recent	 studies	have	 shown	how	Reformed	culture	 took	 root	 across	
Europe	and	in	the	New	World	–	in	sermon-delivery	as	performance,	







puritans	made	 vivid	 use	 of	 verbal	 images	 from	 the	 Bible	 to	make	
















Epistle	 to	 the	Hebrews,	 on	which	 the	puritan	heavyweight	William	
Gouge	preached	more	than	a	thousand	sermons	over	thirty	years.46
This	enthusiasm	for	Scriptural	images	sheds	light	on	two	aspects	
of	 efforts	 to	win	hearts	 and	minds	 for	Protestantism.	First,	 like	 the	
habit	 of	 always	 looking	 for	 the	 hand	of	Providence	 in	 daily	 life,	 it	
allowed	Christians	to	relate	every	aspect	of	their	lives	to	divine	truth.47	
Types,	icons	of	Scripture	truth,	made	abstract	theology	accessible	and	












particular,	 concordances.49	 William	 Gouge	 gave	 concordances	 top	
billing	as	 a	 resource	 for	 the	Christian	 reader:	 they	 ‘much	excell	 all	
Indexes,	Tables,	Common-places,	Epitomes,	Abbreviaries,	and	other	
such	meaner	helps,	for	finding	out	the	golden	mines	of	the	Scripture.’50	




A	 London	 draper,	 Clement	 Cotton,	 compiled	 the	 first	
comprehensive	 concordance	 to	 the	 English	 Bible,	 building	 on	 the	
work	 of	 the	 French	 Reformed	 scholar	 Augustin	 Marlorat.51	 From	














for	Divine	contemplation’.	He	gathered	 together	Biblical	 images	 to	
paint	pictures	of	God	and	the	devil,	heaven	and	hell.	A	book	of	images	
without	 images,	 its	first	 page	of	 printed	 text	 is	 boldly	 headed	 ‘The	
PICTURE	of	GOD’.53
Richard	Bernard’s	interest	in	creating	mental	pictures	for	‘Divine	
contemplation’	 takes	us	 to	a	 later	figure	with	similar	 interests,	John	
Bunyan,	and	his	 tract	Solomon’s Temple Spiritualized.	Bunyan	used	
a	 concordance	 to	 write	 the	 book:	 the	 preface	 contains	 his	 famous	
comment	 that	 ‘My	Bible	 and	Concordance	 are	my	 only	Library	 in	
my	writings’.	The	title-page	promised	Gospel-Light Fetcht Out of the 
Temple at Jerusalem to Let Us More Easily Into the Glory of New-
Testament-Truths.	 Walls	 and	 windows,	 pillars	 and	 altars,	 golden	
spoons,	 flagons	 and	 cups:	 Bunyan	 interpreted	 ‘threescore	 and	 ten’	
items	typologically,	convinced	that	the	‘Gospel-Glory’	of	the	Temple	
meant	 ‘there	 was	 not	 one	 of	 them	 but	 had	 its	 signification,	 and	
something	profitable	for	us	to	know’.54
Bernard	and	Bunyan	both	extended	their	interest	in	‘verbal	icons’	
to	compose	allegories	for	the	Gospel.	Bernard	wrote	The Isle of Man,	
‘easily	the	most	popular	allegory’	before	Bunyan’s	Pilgrim’s Progress.	
His	 tale	of	 the	 trial	of	Sin	 in	Man-shire,	peopled	by	characters	 like	
‘Judge	 Conscience’,	 ‘Mistress	 Heart’,	 ‘Wilful	 Will’,	 ‘Sir	 Luke-






triad	 of	 interests:	 typology,	 allegory,	 writing	 hymns	 to	 supplement	




the	Folio	 I	put	 forth	some	years	ago,	call’d	A Key to open 













and	sensible	 for	 superstition;	but	mentall	 for	Divine	contemplation’	
shows	 how	 mental	 imaging	 persisted	 in	 the	 culture	 of	 Reformed	
Christianity.	Calvin’s	understanding	of	the	relation	between	Old	and	
New	Testament	 opened	 up	 the	 language	 and	 imagery	 of	 the	 Bible	
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